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Abstract 
 
 In Queensland, license restriction is frequently used as an alternative to full 
disqualification for drink driving in an attempt to alleviate the potential economic hardship 
caused by inability to drive. However, there is a possibility that license restriction may 
undermine the deterrent effect of license loss and may fail to break the nexus between drinking 
and driving. Accordingly, it is important to examine the effectiveness of license restriction, as 
opposed to full disqualification, in preventing reoffence during the sanction period. 
 
 We made this comparison in a cohort of over 17,000 Queensland drivers either 
disqualified (83%) or granted a restricted licence (17%) for a drink driving offence in 1993, 5% 
of whom reoffended during the sanction period. The restricted drivers were on average 5 years 
older than those disqualified, and fewer had a recent history of drink driving (11% v.37%). The 
median sanction period was similar in both groups. 
 
 After controlling for age, previous drink driving history and length of initial sanction, 
there was little difference between the two groups. Drivers with license restriction appeared to 
reoffend somewhat less than disqualified drivers (by about 6%), but the difference did not 
approach statistical significance. While concerns about the effect on general deterrence remain, 
it appears that granting permission to drive on a restricted basis is no less effective as a specific 
deterrent than full disqualification. 
 
Introduction 
 
 The available evidence indicates that loss of licence for drink driving is a very effective 
deterrent, compared to other penalties and sanctions commonly applied to drivers (Nichols & 
Ross, 1990; Vingilis et al, 1990).  It is also evident that licence disqualification reduces overall 
offences and crashes among offenders, despite the fact that some continue to drive during the 
term of the sanction (Zaal, 1994).  For example, a recent Queensland study examining the 
records of over 25,000 disqualified drink drivers found that crash and offence rates during the 
disqualification period were about one third of the rate incurred during legal driving (Siskind, 
1996).  While these reductions are impressive, they confirm that there is considerable scope to 
improve the effectiveness of the measure. 
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 Accordingly, the scale of illegal driving among disqualified drivers remains a major issue 
of concern.  While it is difficult to estimate the full extent of disqualified driving, the limited 
research undertaken in Australian tends to suggest that it is a common problem (Job, Lee & 
Prabhakar, 1994; Smith & Maisey, 1990; Staysafe, 1990; Watson et al, 1996).  Surveys of 
disqualified drivers in Victoria (Robinson, 1977) and Western Australia (Smith & Maisey, 
1990) found that over 30% of respondents admitted driving while disqualified.  
 
 The prevalence of disqualified driving reflects the lack of effective countermeasures 
targeting the problem.  Foremost, there appears a need to develop improved enforcement 
approaches to increase the public’s perceived risk of apprehension for driving without a valid 
licence.  Some have advocated the adoption of compulsory carriage of driver’s licences 
throughout Australia and the more widespread checking of licences, for example, at Random 
Breath Testing (RBT) operations (Triggs & Smith, 1996; Watson et al, 1996; Staysafe, 1997). 
 
 In addition, it has been suggested by Job, Lee and Prabhakar (1994) that consideration be 
given to the use of ‘limited’ licences as an alternative to full disqualification.  This licence 
would allow offenders to drive to and from work only, and could be further limited by time of 
day.  This suggestion was prompted by their finding that the most common reason cited for 
unlicensed driving (among their sample of New South Wales offenders) was the need to 
undertake employment. 
 
 While restricted licences of this type were once more common in Australia, they are now 
only utilised in Queensland, Western Australia and the ACT.  In Queensland, the Traffic Act 
1949 (s 20A) permits Magistrates to grant restricted (Provisional) licences to drink driving 
offenders for work purposes.  The sanctions may include restrictions on the class of vehicle and 
the time when it can be driven.  This legislative provision was originally designed to protect 
against the economic hardship arising from loss of livelihood.  However, the granting of these 
licences has now become quite common, with about one in six convicted drink drivers obtaining 
these restricted ‘work’ licences (Watson et al, 1996). 
 
 While the use of restricted licences may technically reduce the level of disqualified 
driving, concerns have been expressed about their impact on deterrence (Watson et al, 1996).  
To appreciate these concerns, it is important to recognise that licence disqualification can act as 
a deterrent in two ways.  As a specific deterrent, disqualification can prove a salient punishment 
that discourages convicted drink drivers from reoffending.  As a general deterrent, the threat of 
licence loss can discourage the general driving population from drinking and driving. 
 
 In-keeping with this distinction, two concerns can be expressed about restricted licences.  
Firstly, it is unclear whether restricted licences represent an adequate specific deterrent, since 
offenders do not experience the full impact of the punishment.  In particular, the granting of a 
restricted licence fails to completely break the nexus between a person’s lifestyle choices 
(including their drinking behaviour) and their reliance on driving.  Secondly, the use of 
restricted licences may undermine the general deterrent impact of disqualification, by creating 
the impression that licence loss is neither certain or inevitable.  As such, it may minimise the 
perceived consequences of drinking and driving. 
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 This paper is designed to investigate the first of the above concerns: whether the granting 
of a restricted licence is an adequate specific deterrent for a drink driver.  This proposition is 
investigated by examining whether those offenders who are granted restricted licences commit 
more drink driving offences during the term of the sanction, compared to those who are fully 
disqualified from driving. 
 
Methods 
 
 We conducted our analysis in a cohort of drivers charged with at least one drink driving 
offence in Queensland in the calendar year 1993. The first such offence in 1993 is referred to as 
the index offence. The file, supplied by Queensland Transport without names, contained 
demographic data, the number of drink driving offences in the previous five years, a record of 
all subsequent traffic offences up to the end of November 1995 and details of the alcohol level 
ascertained and the punishment imposed for the index drink driving offence.  In particular the 
duration of the licence sanction imposed was recorded, and whether it was a disqualification or 
a licence restriction. From this information we were able to determine whether a further drink 
driving offence had been recorded within the nominal sanction period, which we took to 
commence on the day following the relevant court hearing and to end after the initial sanction 
period had run out or at the end of November 1995, if this was earlier. No subsequent sanction 
periods were considered even if they overlapped the initial one (see Siskind 1996). 
 
 For the purposes of this preliminary examination of the relative effectiveness of work-
related licence restriction we took as our outcome measure the risk of at least one drink driving 
offence within the restriction interval. We excluded from the analysis drivers with out-of-state 
postcodes (2.1%), those with no sanction period recorded (2.5%) and those whose index offence 
was only heard in court more than six months later (3.3%). A handful of individuals under 17 
years old (the legal driving age in Queensland) were also excluded. 
 
 Reoffence rates are known to be higher in men, repeat offenders and younger drivers 
(Siskind 1996), while in this cohort restricted licences were more often given to men, to first 
offenders and to somewhat older drivers of working age. Age, sex and previous drink driving 
history were thus potential confounders of the relationship between type of licence sanction and 
risk of reoffence. 
 
 Results are presented firstly as standardised reoffence rates per thousand person-years of 
sanction for disqualified and restricted drivers. The purpose of the standardisation (conducted 
separately in men and women) was to take account of the differences in age and prior drink 
driving record between the two groups of drivers. Secondly we show the results of a multiple 
logistic regression analysis of reoffence rates by licence sanction type in which the model also 
included age, sex, prior record and length of sanction. This yields relative risks for reoffence for 
each of the factors. Age was categorised as 17 to 24 years, 25 to 34 years, 35 to 44 years (35 to 
39 for women), 45 to 54 years (40 to 44 for women) and 55 years and over for men, 45 years 
and older for women. History of prior drink driving offences in the previous five years was 
dichotomised as none or at least one. Preliminary analysis revealed that the frequency of 
reoffence within the sanction period appeared to be proportional to its length.  The frequency of 
reoffence within the sanction period was quite small - about 5%. This implies that the logarithm 
of risk can be approximated by its logit, and that duration of licence sanction can be adequately 
accounted for by including its logarithm in the multiple logistic model. 
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Results 
 
 Excluding drivers under 17 and those with out-of-state postcodes, the cohort consisted of 
17,994 drivers, of whom 388 (2.2%) were not punished by loss of licence of any sort and 2,919 
(16.2%) were sentenced to licence restriction.  Among the latter 10.6% were female and 10.5% 
first offenders, compared to 13.5% and 37.5% respectively among the remainder. Only 18.3% 
of restricted drivers were in the age group 17 to 24 years, whereas among the other drivers this 
group comprised 37.7%; few in either group were over 64 years old (Table 1).  
 
Table 1: Characteristics of Queensland drivers sentenced to licence restriction or 
disqualified from driving for drink driving in 1993 
   
                         All                   Restricted                Disqualified 
Numbers  17,606  2,919  14,687 
Male (%)  86.9  89.4  86.3 
Female (%)  13.1  10.6  13.7 
    
Age Distribution (%)    
17 - 24 years  34.6  18.3  37.8 
25 - 34   “  32.4  32.6  32.3 
35 - 44   “  19.8  28.7  18.0 
45 - 54   “  9.5    16.5  8.1 
55 - 64   “  2.9  3.9  2.7 
≥  65      “  0.9  0.3  1.0 
Mean Age   31.2  35.2  30.6 
    
Previous drink driving 
history (%) 
 32.7  10.5  37.1 
    
Mean suspension 
duration (months)  
 9.4  10.4    9.2 
 
 
 Table 2 presents sex-specific reoffence rates and standard errors per thousand years of 
licence sanction by sanction type, standardised by age and prior drink driving history. Among 
men the rates are very similar. There were only seven reoffences among restricted female 
drivers, and consequently the calculated rate is highly unstable. In Table 3 we show the output 
from the multiple logistic analysis; as expected, relative risks are lower in women, higher among 
multiple offenders and decrease with age. For restricted drivers, the risk relative to disqualified 
drivers is 0.94, not significantly differently from 1. 
 
Table 2: Standardised reoffence rates (standard errors) per thousand person-years 
of suspension in Queensland drink drivers 
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 Males Females 
 Restricted Disqualified  Restricted Disqualified 
Rates 65.9 (8.7) 66.5 (2.7) 74.6 (37.9) 42.5 (5.8) 
 
 
Table 3: Relative risks of reoffence and 95% confidence intervals (95% CI) for 
licence restriction and other factors derived from multiple logistic 
regression analysis 
 
Factor Relative Risk 95% CI 
Disqualification 1.00 ---- 
Licence restriction 0.94 0.76 - 1.16 
Age 17 - 24 1.00 ---- 
25 - 35 0.78 0.65 - 0.92 
35 - 441 0.69 0.56 - 0.84 
45 - 542   0.55 0.41 - 0.73 
≥ 553 0.34 0.20 - 0.58 
Male 1.00 ---- 
Female 0.71 0.54 - 0.92 
First offenders 1.00 ---- 
Prior drink driving 1.44 1.23 - 1.69 
1: 35 - 39 in women  2: 40 - 44 in women  3: ≥ 45 in women 
 
 
Discussion 
 
 While there are limitations in using routine administrative data for research purposes (see 
Siskind 1996), it is hard to imagine that these would be serious enough to affect our analysis. 
Bias might occur if the detection of drink driving offences or unlicensed driving differed 
between restricted and disqualified drivers, but this seems unlikely. If unsystematic recording 
errors were very widespread, they might obscure a real difference between restricted licensees 
and disqualified drivers. This is also improbable. Moreover well recognised risk factors for 
reoffence such as age, sex and prior drink driving history show up strongly in the analysis, 
suggesting that data quality is adequate.  
 Hence, it is reasonable to conclude that male drink drivers granted restricted licences in 
Queensland are no more likely to reoffend during the term of the sanction than those who are 
fully disqualified.  Indeed, while not significant, the restricted licensees appear to reoffend 
somewhat less. Less definite conclusions can be drawn for women as the numbers involved are 
much smaller.  From a driver management perspective, the results suggest that the use of 
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restricted licences at current levels is not undermining the specific deterrent effect of the 
sanction. 
 
 Furthermore, if it is true that the likelihood of detection is similar for restricted and 
disqualified drivers, the findings should reflect the actual level of driving being undertaken 
within the two groups.  If this is the case, then the results suggest that the restricted licensees do 
not drive any more than disqualified drivers do, and should not necessarily be involved in any 
more alcohol-related crashes.  Further research is required, however, to confirm this conjecture. 
 
 The analysis only considered the incidence of reoffence during the period in which the 
licence restriction or disqualification applied.  Consequently, it is unclear whether the findings 
are indicative of subsequent driving history.  Presumably, the behavioural patterns established 
during the term of the sanction would have some lasting effect. Therefore, in the absence of 
other evidence, it is reasonable to assume that the lack of significant difference between the 
reoffence rates of the two groups would persist for some time.  As such, it is unlikely that the 
use of restricted licences produces any lasting detrimental effect on the behaviour of offenders, 
relative to full disqualification.  This proposition could be directly investigated by examining the 
offence and crash histories of drivers in the period following the licence sanction. 
 
 The results do not necessarily countenance the wider use of restricted licences.  Those 
offenders granted ‘work’ licences in Queensland tended to be older and less likely to have a 
recent history of drink driving compared to those who were fully disqualified.  This reflects the 
legislative constraints placed on Magistrates, as well as their own perceptions about who would 
be less likely to reoffend.  As such, the restricted licensees may represent a special sub-group 
with a lower risk of reoffence.  Any wider use of restricted licences may draw upon a pool of 
less appropriate offenders.   
 
 Finally, this study has not investigated the implications of restricted licences for general 
deterrence.  The concern remains that the threat of licence loss for drink driving will be 
undermined if the public perceive that there is a relatively ‘good’ chance of being granted a 
restricted licence.  While it is likely that a range of factors influence public perceptions in this 
area, the most important is probably the level of restricted licences granted each year. In this 
regard, the current level of restricted licences (over 1 in 6 offenders receiving one on average 
each year) arguably creates the impression that the granting of these licences is relatively 
common.  Consequently, further research is required to establish whether the use of restricted 
licences on the scale currently practiced in Queensland undermines the perceived threat of 
licence loss for drink driving among the general driving population. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 This study has suggested that a restricted licence is no less effective as a specific deterrent 
than full licence disqualification, at least among male drink drivers granted these licences in 
Queensland.  This conclusion applies to the likelihood of reoffence during the term of the 
sanction.  Further analysis is required to determine whether the lack of significant difference 
between the two groups is maintained beyond the sanction period and is reflected in their 
respective crash rates.  Nevertheless, in the absence of other contrary evidence, it is reasonable 
to expect the findings to persist over time and to reflect likely crash involvement rates. 
 
 Two warnings need to be expressed about the findings.  Firstly, the results suggest that 
Magistrates are selective about granting restricted licences, tending to favour older drivers with 
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better driving records.  Therefore, the results do not automatically countenance the wider use of 
restricted licences.  Extending the availability of restricted licences to higher risk offenders may 
produce different results than those currently observed.  Secondly, this study has not 
investigated the implications of restricted licences for general deterrence.  The current level of 
restricted licences in Queensland is relatively high, with over 1 in 6 offenders being granted one 
on average.  The possibility remains that this may be undermining the general deterrent effect of 
licence loss for drink driving.  Further research is required to investigate this issue. 
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